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Human Relations:
.I.S.
The Key
to

Management Information Systems

in the
Seventies

The computer offers us the promise of great change in our
world. But there has been a wide gulf between its promise and
its performance in companies that have not thought through the
best ways to use it.
This fact is well known to Haskins & Sells experts in the field of
MAS [Management Advisory Services], who have been warning
for some time of the dangers to businessmen from over-reliance
on the computer without adequately preparing for its effective
use. As management rushed to the computer in the mid-sixties,
our MAS staff found all too often that managers did not realize
that they were faced with a new responsibility. It was to make
sure that the new hardware produced the information they
really needed — not just piles of paper.
That the Haskins & Sells warnings were well founded is borne
out by the record of recent years. Assessing the overall situation
in the Harvard Business Review early last year, Professor John
Dearden of the Harvard Business School had this to say:
'Computers andcomputer-related systems activities have been
growing very rapidly and currently the cost of these activities
has become very significant in many companies. In spite of large
expenditures, however, the quality of the information available
to management appears unimproved. One reason is, of course,
that some computer installations are not run effectively.
Another is that the computer-based information systems have
been oversold; management has been led to expect much more
than it has received. Inotherwords, management's dissatisfaction
with its information occurs, not from any deterioration in its
information systems, but from its inflated expectations."
One of our MAS partners on the Pacific Coast put it bluntly last
year: "All carefully done opinion surveys indicate that well
over 50 per cent of top executives are dissatisfied with data
processing results."
The Root Causes
What were the underlying problems our MAS staff and others
had identified? Why did so much dissatisfaction result?
In essence, the problems did not lie in the area of technical
performance. What the computer could do, if properly used, had
already been clearly shown by the mid-sixties. This accounts
for the race by industrial and other users to equip themselves
with the machines. The problems lay, instead, in the spheres
of psychology and human relations. The perpetual human quest
for panaceas, for example, helps explain why so many managers
wanted to think the machines could solve almost all their
problems for them-almost overnight. Other dominating factors
at work were: problems involved in getting people at all levels
to accept change and to work with it creatively; personal and
group conflicts, jealousies and fears; the reluctance of some
to think constructively together and plan together; and the
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perennial problems of establishing a free flow of communications
within any business entity.
Writing in Business Horizons in 1970, G. W. Dickson and John
K. Simmons, faculty members in the University of Minnesota's
School of Business Administration, noted that: "Time and again
it has been said that the 'people problem' is the major difficulty
firms encounter when they attempt to design, develop, and
implement MIS— Management Information Systems..."
Commenting on a study of thirty-six large computer users by
McKinsey & Co., these authors said: "The analysis of the survey
results strongly suggests that computer expenditures are not
being matched by rising economic returns, and that the
underlying reason is essentially behavioral in nature."
Commenting on a similar study, by the University of Minnesota's
Management Information Systems Research Center, they said
it showed that technical problems were "far less crucial than
topics involving people problems in some way."
And last year the Diebold Research Program, in releasing the
results of its study on data base management, said: "Many of the
major technical problems have been resolved in the
establishment of a large data base system. The key issues that
remain are organizational or 'people' problems."
A Refreshing C o n t r a s t
With so many problems and so much dissatisfaction, how can
one explain the success the H&S MAS team has had throughout
the country in setting up management information systems
for clients?
One of our top MAS partners explains it simply: "First, we worked
hard to develop a sound concept and approach for developing
an MIS that has proven successful. Secondly, we have been alert
all the way to the human relations problems that could make it
impossible for the approach to work."
He goes on to explain: "This is why the many systems we
developed for major clients in the sixties are alive and well
and functioning beautifully today. The principles were sound
and the overall structures were well built. As clients develop
new or expanding needs, they come back to us for help. The new
pieces we then fashion for them can fit easily into place,
because the overall system provided for them at the outset."
One of our large multi-division clients provides an example
of the kind of step-by-step development within the structure
of a planned information system that has typified the H&S
contribution. One of the MAS partners who was involved in this
work says, "Here was a corporation with half a century of
business history, sixty different divisions, and many different
business lines, operating in many different states. You couldn't
develop its MIS all at one crack, and client management had to

be both imaginative and patient. By building a structure carefully
from the top, we were able to prepare the way for the eventual
creation of divisional systems that would meet the individual
requirements of each division but would still be consistent with
corporate needs."
The same pattern can be found in the Firm's work for several
other large clients that started back in the sixties. One MAS
specialist who worked on one of those systems and is now on
an engagement in the Pentagon for the Navy says he still gets
calls from the client for help as they move forward with detailed
developments in their system. "But" he says, "it's the same
structure we worked outforthem in 1966.They haven't changed
it a bit, and their MIS development is coming along nicely."
Discussions with our MAS specialists indicate that the
approaches developed in the sixties now have been applied
in some degree to a number of our clients in various types
of industries.

Involvement and Acceptance
All the MAS experts agree that the game really has two names:
"involvement"—getting the client thoroughly into the planning
process— and "acceptance"—selling the system at all levels
so everyone will really work with it and make it their own.

themselves long enough to sit back, stare out the window,
and define their information objectives clearly.
Our MAS specialists have believed that the task "can only be
delegated within limits. The heavy orientation towards
requirements implies that the top people running the show have
to say how they want to run it. But getting this involvement by
people at top level doesn't come easily or naturally."
In fact, while it was obvious that some clients clearly wanted
to forego the chore of requirements definition, our MAS team
contended that nothing approaching what might be realistically
termed a comprehensive MIS system would be achieved without
first pursuing requirements throughout every aspect of the
operation.
So the H&S teams have made it their business to convince
management to participate actively in planning and designing
an MIS. Moreover, they exhort management to define information
requirements comprehensively and exhaustively at the outset,
so that common premises and common goals can be
established. Thus an overall plan can be created before any
implementation starts. The approach is to start at the top,
think broadly, work deep, and structure the problem before
you attempt to solve it in any aspect or every detail.

Every Bump in the Road
Effective interpersonal relations in the process start from the
moment H&S begins its survey of a client's information needs.
In a manual called "Notes on Howto Conduct a Survey,"
prepared for the use of our MAS group, the point is stressed that
personal acceptance must be won from each executive in order
to establish effective communication. The manual adds that
"this process takes time, patience, and intuition," and it
emphasizes how important it is to "learn the client's language,
idioms, and attitudes so we can communicate effectively. At
the same time, we should avoid the use of jargon and technical
language." The manual also urges interviewers to allow an
interviewee to "talk freely" and to be good listeners themselves.
The key to communications that enables all involved in MIS to
work smoothly together is more empathy. One dictionary
defines "empathy" as "the capacity for participating in
another's feelings or ideas." One partner comments: "By
empathy we mean: a clear understanding of the problem to be
solved [on both sides); a mutual agreement as to constraints;
and a sympathy toward the pressures being applied on both
sides." He stresses the importance of understanding the
pressures different individuals are under [the pressure
management is under to make a profit, for example, and to
control costs, or the pressure an operating level manager is
under to show results).

Defining Requirements
Our MAS team believed throughout this development that one
of the chief obstacles to designing effective systems was a
reluctance on the part of management as a whole to think things
through, to plan broadly and deeply, and to identify their
information needs precisely before attempting to set their
computers to work for them. As one MAS partner puts it, "It takes
guts to do the hard work of defining requirements before
designing systems."
This reluctance was pronounced at the very level where it could
be most dangerous—at the very top. In case after case, top
leaders have shown that they wanted nothing more than to
delegate the entire information task to some lower echelon,
or to someone brought in from the outside. Pinned down by
day-to-day operations, they seemed almost unwilling to free

Of course, the MAS experts say, it isn't always easy to get the
kind of management participation they need, but there are plenty
of ways to convince top managers that it will pay off for them.
For example, it doesn't make sense that the chief executive
should be required to feel every bump in the road through the
seat of his pants. Rather, he should be removed from the
immediate stream of events so that he can maintain his
perspective in considering the strategic factors in the business.
An H&S partner in the Midwest tells of one corporation president
who was virtually burning his eyes out going over every possible
report he could get his hands on. He was a keen, dynamic
executive in a highly competitive field subject to rapid market
changes that needed rapid spotting. Fast decisions had to be
made to ward off business disasters, and he just couldn't see
any way out but to examine every report himself.
So H&S, in building his MIS, designed for him what was called an
"Organization-Information Matrix" that showed him at a glance
what reports were flowing upwards through the organization
and to whom. In any given danger area, therefore, he could tell
who was getting the pertinent reports. If adverse developments
were occurring, he could assume that warning signals would
start to move up the organization structure to those responsible
for taking action. This meant he could delegate a far higher
degree of responsibility to his subordinate executives. They in
turn knew that when signs of trouble appeared they owed it to
him either to take action themselves or flash warnings upwards
towards him. With this approach, he could limit his own report
examination to a kind of sampling process by which he would
pick out different reports at different times to see whether a given
executive had failed to react properly to a piece of information
that should have given him cause for alarm.

Catching the Corporate Mood
One key to effectiveness in dealing with a client company lies
in knowing how to catch its mood, or philosophy, at just the
right moment. In one case, for example, an H&S client was
entering a period of change that resulted in transforming a
traditionally conservative company into a dynamic, outreaching
enterprise. New products were being developed, new markets
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were being sought, and management was eager for anything
that would help promote its plans for growth. Since the
company had little in the way of data-processing capability,
H&S was able to design an entirely new MIS that was eagerly
grabbed up by management when it saw its relevance to growth.
The combination of corporate determination with a sound
information product resulted in giving the client what H&S
described as "a new way" of looking at its business and of
making decisions.
A new control structure provided by the MIS made it possible
for planning to become "an accepted way of life," as H&S said,
and an atmosphere was created that "stimulated new thoughts
and a desire to use new management techniques." Moreover,
installation of the MIS created a greater awareness throughout
the company of the need for accurate data and helped those
who handled data to "accomplish their activities in a much
more disciplined manner."
When requirements for an MIS have been properly defined, a
control framework can be designed that is dynamic and flexible.
It can easily adapt to changes in a company's management
philosophy and pattern of operations. As these shift,
modifications can be made to the management control system
without starting a comprehensive study all over again.
In the case of one client, the pattern called for a high
degree of centralization when H&S designed its MIS. Later on,
for various reasons, it was switched to a policy of
decentralization. But the H&S system had been so well designed
that it could readily accommodate the change from centralization
to decentralization.

Bridging the User-Designer Gap
There are important differences in outlook and psychology
between business managers and many of the EDP specialists
who know how to design information systems. The primary
training and experience of most businessmen and accountants
have been outside the fields that are associated with data
processing, except for some orientation courses and an
exposure here and there. However, our MAS team has
emphasized that this lack of formal training in the field is no
reason to fear or ignore modern approaches to business
problems. Career managers have one thing [and perhaps the
most important thing] required for successful application
of these approaches—an understanding of the business. Many
data processing technicians do not have and may never be
expected to have this essential ingredient.
With these differences in mind, MAS teams have urged both
designers and users to recognize that there is a clear
distinction between the organization of information and the
art of decision-making. They try to show those charged with
making decisions that an MIS, while supporting them in their
work, does not propose in any way to take the place of decisionmaking. They show these managers that they understand the
importance of pragmatic business experience and the roles
played by judgment, expertise and intuition. They stress that
the purpose of business information is to narrow the areas of
uncertainty in decision-making.
Too often the computer and its associated technology have
been considered by the specialists to be an end, rather than
the means to an end. Our MAS team has believed that the goal
is to achieve an information system, not to install a computer,
and this change in perspective makes all the difference.
One MAS partner puts it another way when he refers to the kind
of computer technician who "has a solution and is looking for
his type of problem."
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To bridge the gap between users and designers, H&S leans
heavily on the need to facilitate communications so that both
sides understand each other and don't work at cross purposes.
An essential objective here is to get the computer technicians
to drop what one New York MAS Director has called their
"computer mystique," characterized by "mumbo-jumbo, catchy
acronyms and other secret passwords."
The H&S record is replete with evidence that straight talk pays
off when it comes to getting top management personally involved
in MIS planning. An Eastern partner has vivid recollections of a
pivotal conference in which H&S was reporting to a client's top
command on a first-phase survey and recommending what the
company should do. When the presentation was finished, the
board chairman congratulated the team and said: "I've been
around here for twenty years, and this is the first time I've had
any idea of where we are or where we are going in our data
processing function. I want to thank you for making it simple
enough for me to understand." Needless to say, H&S got the job
of implementing its recommendations.

Squirreling It Away
In talking about a data base, MIS experts tend to speak of
"capturing" a data element and "plopping" it into a computerized
data bank, somewhat the way a squirrel captures the nut from
your tree and plops it into a hole. But there the similarity stops,
because the squirrel doesn't want anybody else to get at his
captured treasure, whereas those who operate a data bank
efficiently seek to share it with all who need it. Thus, a given piece
of information that might originally have been captured by a
separate "operating level system" maintained by a manufacturing
division tends to multiply its effectiveness when it is lifted out of
that division's data bank and plopped into the data
base of a firm-wide MIS.
The sharing of data helps enormously when a company is trying
to branch out into new products within the same general
industry. For example, in one highly successful company, data
on customers was highly compartmented by product line, even
though there was considerable overlapping among customers.
This worked satisfactorily until management decided to enter
new product areas and found the lack of centralized customer
information a serious impediment. H&S designed an MIS that
tapped data already in the operating systems of the separate
divisions, making it available for new product development and
new market exploitation. It also helped the older operating units
perform more efficiently by enabling them to share each other's
knowledge in a way that had been impossible before. Now
centralized customer information is available to all those in
the company who have any need for it.
In one case, H&S found that its client had failed to set up any
system for separating sales and distribution costs for particular
products from their manufacturing costs. Warehousing,
shipping and related freight costs were buried in standard
product costs that were basically related to manufacturing.
This had never troubled the company, but when it launched a
program for expanding into new product lines, the H&S-designed
MIS enabled it to separate manufacturing and distribution costs.
This provided a much more realistic basis for comparing
estimated profit contributions for proposed new products with
those of products already in production.

The Bloodstream Fights Back
Information that is not properly shared loses much of its
potential value, but so also does information that is spewed
forth indiscriminately, reflecting a human tendency to want
to "snow them under." One corporation had considerable

M.I.S.

operating-level computer capacity but no centralized MIS.
Reports were flowing up the line at a rate well-over 10,000 a
month. In many cases, no one knew why the reports were being
sent up in the first place, or who wanted them. Sometimes an
executive who had once asked for a certain report had been
gone for years, no one else wanted it, but it still kept coming
along anyway and ending up in a wastebasket.
The whole process can be likened to the resistance of the human
body to penetrating bacteria. The body develops resistance,
creating antibodies that fight off the invaders. The mass of
reports is like an army of attacking germ enemies, and the
recipients have to defend themselves against the onslaught,
chiefly by making heavy use of the wastebasket. In this
particular case, H&S designed an MIS in which clear information
requirements emanated from the top rather than from the
bottom. What had been an avalanche of trivia was turned into a
flow of meaningful information.
The end result was that management at successive levels of
responsibility began to get only the key elements of information
that were needed - t h e KOS, or Key Operating Statistics—that
gave them in a nutshell the facts they needed and had been
unable to get by digging their way out from under piles of
unwanted paper.

reconcile him to the fact that what was good for him as goose
was also good for him as gander. Here was an illustration, of
course, of how important it is for top management to be
completely sold on MIS. Without its support, this executive's
recalcitrance would have prevented the creation of an
effective system.
Needed: A Broadened Outlook
One of the major tasks in human relations that MAS teams face
is that of persuading executives charged with MIS functions to
broaden their outlook sufficiently to do their jobs properly.
Financial officers, for example, have traditionally been the only
individuals in corporations besides chief executives who could
be said to have an "overview" of corporate affairs. As a result,
they have frequently been called upon to assume top
responsibility for MIS systems and data processing in general.

B a t h , N o t Baby
One mistake H&S carefully avoids is that of proposing to throw
the baby out with the bath. This occurs sometimes when outside
consultants come into a situation and find that a client has
invested heavily in an array of separate operating-level systems
that have not been tied together properly. Sometimes the
outsiders' advice is to start all over again, when in fact this is
normally not necessary.
By skillfully coordinating the data produced by the separate
systems into a newly-conceived overall MIS, the company need
not see its heavy investment go down the drain. One of the
reasons for many a management's dissatisfaction with its MIS
is that in designing it consultants failed to make adequate use
of these already-existing subsystems. As one H&S observer puts
it, "These subsystems are the lifeblood of an MIS. It takes
patience to develop them properly and integrate them into a
whole, but this is one sound way to develop a quality foundation
for an effective MIS'.'
A Management Spy?
Certainly an effective MIS gives top management new
opportunities to monitor results and evaluate performance.
While subordinate managers may not have anything to hide,
many of them tend to look on a comprehensive MIS as an
intruding force, a kind of management spy. H&S makes a point
of trying to persuade them that MIS will really help get them a
better hearing for what they are accomplishing, that it won't
hurt them. But they don't all see it that way.
A Washington MAS specialist recalls with amusement the case
of an executive in a Federal agency who was thrilled when
shown how the MIS being designed for the agency would bring
new data up to him from subordinate levels, and how he would
have his fingers on the pulse of operations in a way never
possible before. "That's just great!" was his enthusiastic reaction.
But when shown how information was to flow upwards from him
in just the same way, he took a 180-degree turn. He just could
not see what would be accomplished by that and fought
stubbornly. No amount of persuasion would convince him that
this was necessary, and it took a flat dictate from the top to

But many of them proved unwilling to broaden their scope
sufficiently to carry out these responsibilities. They balked at
going beyond their traditional concern with matters of an
accounting and financial nature so as to embrace the total range
of corporate knowledge with which an information system has
to be concerned in order to be effective.
By being slow to extend their horizons, these financial officers
were contributing to the potential erosion of their traditional
roles. They were opening the door for the development of a
whole new corps of "information specialists," drawn principally
from disciplines other than accounting and finance. As a result,
there has been an emerging tendency to move jurisdiction over
MIS away from the financial area, particularly in firms that rely
heavily on computers for engineering or scientific applications.
Assessing this situation, our experience has been that some
financial executives seem scarcely aware of what is happening,
others accept the trend as inevitable or perhaps feel inadequate
to cope with it, and others offer strong and sometimes successful
resistance. This presents a challenge for the individual finance
officer in that he must take the initiative, hold a broad view, and
demonstrate that the company's total interest will best be served
by putting him in charge of the information function.
Conversely if information specialists coming from backgrounds
other than accounting and finance (such as engineering} are
made responsible for MIS, they must broaden their scope to
include accounting and financial subjects. Failure of the nonaccounting executive to enlarge his grasp would mean that the
role of accounting and financial data, so critical to a profit-making
enterprise, might be seriously diminished.
In the case of both types of individuals—those accountingoriented and those not-H&S teams have made it their business
to act as educators, helping to show the path that each
individual's self-education must follow. In doing so, they are
aided by the wide diversity of training and experience reflected
by the individuals involved in any MAS engagement. Working as
a team, some with strong accounting and finance orientation,
others with strong engineering and other skills, they are
equipped to help client executives find their way towards the
broadened outlook so essential to MIS success.
•
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